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	A Parent's Nightmare

Summary: A terrorist group invades Gotham City Boys' Preparatory, but what are their demands? Meanwhile, Bruce and Alfred are haunted by a court order threatening to destroy their "family."
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* * *

><p>A Parent's Nightmare<p>

By Syl Francis

The door to the Wayne Enterprises' executive conference room burst open.

"Mister Wayne! Mister Wayne!" Bruce's executive assistant, Maggie, was beside herself with agitation. "Sir...the television! Quick! It's on the news...hurry!"

Lucius Fox immediately jumped up and hurried to the small set kept in the conference room. What they saw was a parent's worst nightmare.

The calm voiceover of the local GNN newscaster could be heard. What was obviously a helicopter camera panned first one way then another. Police officers in full battle gear were running in different directions, taking positions along the tree-lined drive leading to the building's main entrance. What caught everyone's attention was the location: Gotham City Boys' Preparatory!

"...Police have currently cordoned off the five mile area surrounding the exclusive school. Stay tuned for more details. This is Jack Ryder, reporting for GNN. "

"Maggie, call the Manor. Inform Alfred of the situation. Lucius, call the heliport. Inform the pilot that I need him to pick me up in five minutes on the roof. Oh, and tell Commissioner Gordon that I'm on my way!" Bruce issued his orders in short staccato commands while he crossed over to his adjoining office in the executive suite. Bruce hurried to his desk, threw miscellaneous papers into a briefcase, snapped it closed and made his way to the door.

"But, Mister Wayne," Maggie called after him. "The police have specifically requested that concerned parents remain calm and stay away from the school. The situation there is critical!"

Bruce turned cold, furious eyes on his loyal assistant. "Didn't you read the court papers, Maggie? I'm not a parent...just a legal guardian. Dick's not my son...just--" A look of pain flitted briefly across Bruce's eyes. "--just my 'ward'. And if Child Welfare Services has any say in it, Dick won't even be my ward much longer."

Maggie looked like she'd been slapped.

"Mister Wayne, I'm so sorry," Maggie said softly. "C.W.S. should have their collective heads examined. Anyone can see how much you and Dick--"

"--Haven't you heard?" Bruce's voice took on a false cheeriness. "According to Doctor Cunningham's latest report I'm an unfit parent. I'm an irresponsible playboy who leaves Dick alone in the care of a 'male employee' sometimes for days at a time." Bruce turned abruptly and stared out at the Gotham City skyline spread below him. "So, she's going to take my son away from me."

Bruce spoke this last so softly the others in room had to strain to hear him.

"Please tell Alfred where I'll be." Bruce left, slamming the door behind him, rattling the numerous framed pictures and awards that hung on the walls of the conference room.

Fox quietly walked over to his CEO's desk and picked up the phone. A framed 8 by 10 school photo of nine-year-old Dick Grayson caught his eye. The boy's engaging smile showed a vulnerability that always seemed to catch at Fox's throat.

"Not his son," Fox repeated aloud. "No, just his heart and soul." He glared at the others in the room as if daring them to contradict him, then quickly called the heliport.

* * *

><p>Alfred drove the Bentley like a maniac, occasionally taking the twists and turns on the tree-lined back roads on screeching two-wheels! Bother the speed limit or any considerations of personal safety. The young master! Alfred had to see to the young master's safety.<p>

As he drove, Alfred turned on the radio and tuned it until he found a news station.

"The police report what they believe to be nine or ten masked gunmen have taken over Prep, Gotham's most exclusive private school. GCPD hostage negotiators are on the scene. Commissioner Gordon again requests that all parents and civilians please remain calm and to not come to the school. The situation is still extremely volatile!"

Alfred kept driving...after all, he wasn't a parent, he told himself. How had Child Welfare Services referred to him? Ah, yes! Alfred was described as 'a male employee' in the Wayne household.

* * *

><p>"Bruce! What are you doing here?" Gordon asked looking harassed. He didn't have time for this! "We've asked parents to please stay home. I've got a job to do, Bruce!"<p>

"So do I, Jim. Who are they? What are their demands? Money? Transportation out of the country? Weapons?"

"They've identified themselves as the Army of Daylight. As for their demands...Bruce, you know we can't bargain with them. It's against our policy. Once we give into one group of terrorists' demands, then the next one will come along and ask for something even more outrageous. And the next. It will never end. I'm sorry, Bruce."

"Maybe you can't bargain with them, Commissioner, but I can! That's my son in there, and I'll do everything in my power to get him back safely."

"Bruce, listen to me. Whoever these Army of Daylight bozos are, they haven't made any demands yet. They said they'll speak only to the Feds. The FBI is sending their top hostage negotiator. She should be here any minute."

"She?" Bruce asked. His eyes must have registered his surprise.

"Yes...she," Gordon confirmed.

* * *

><p>"Hsssst! Help! Is anyone there?" Dick whirled towards the sound of the disembodied voice. The air conditioner vent! Dick was crouched inside the School Chancellor's huge executive desk. The exceptionally large desk had several shelves and "secret" compartments that were just the right size for a small child to squeeze into.<p>

Dick had been running over a plan in his head on how to escape and get Bruce, or better yet how to overpower the gunmen. He finally admitted to himself that he'd need help to do the latter, when he heard the call for help.

"Jimmy!" Dick whispered. Extricating himself carefully from his hiding place, Dick hurried to the door and listened. Satisfied that there were no bad guys out there, Dick made his way directly under the air vent.

Expertly sizing up the material at hand, Dick quickly leaped up and grabbed a handhold on one of the Chancellor's bookshelves. Pulling himself up, Dick found himself face to face with Jimmy Trane, his best friend at Prep.

"Can you open the vent, Dicky?" Jimmy asked tremulously. "It's awfully dark in here." Dick studied the grill critically, then reached into his pocket. Alfred gave Dick a small penknife for Christmas. It had been Alfred's when he'd been a Boy Scout. Dick pulled out the various tools until he found the one he was looking for, a screwdriver.

As he worked, Dick talked calmly to Jimmy. He could tell that his friend was near the edge.

"How'd you manage to escape, anyway, Jimmy?" Dick asked.

"When they came in at first, they weren't counting heads all that carefully. I was the smallest in the classroom, so I hid behind the science display. After they took the others away, I snuck into the air vent."

"Hey, way cool, Jimmy!" Dick said admiringly. "I didn't do anything that terrific! When they were leading us all to the cafeteria, I just sorta hung back and slipped away into Doctor Chamberlain's office." Dr. Leonard Chamberlain was the School Chancellor and Headmaster of Gotham City Boys' Preparatory and a close family friend of Bruce Wayne.

Working fast, Dick undid the vent's screws and freed Jimmy. Once Dick had Jimmy safely out, he lowered him to the floor and replaced the vent cover.

"We've gotta find a way outta here, Dicky, and go get help!" Jimmy said in a shaky voice. Dick nodded thoughtfully. "I'm pretty sure that our folks and the cops know about what's going on already. They've probably even made ransom demands, or something, so I don't think they plan on killing anyone at first. Maybe we can help free some more of the guys in the meanwhile?" Dick looked at Jimmy to see if he was game. Jimmy's eyes widened in fear.

"But they have guns, Dicky!" Jimmy's frightened voice was barely above a whisper. A light smattering of freckles stood out in his pale features. Dick nodded in understanding. Jimmy was good kid, but he wasn't a junior superhero- in-training. Dick had to get his friend to safety first. Then, he'd be able to think about how to help the others.

Yeah, Dick thought, determinedly. That's what Bruce would do!

* * *

><p>"Special Agent Deborah C. Galloway." The tall, no-nonsense FBI hostage negotiator introduced herself to Gordon and Bruce. "These are my assistants, Special Agents Johnson, Myers, and O'Connell."<p>

Gordon and Bruce shook hands all around.

"Forgive my abruptness, Mister Wayne," Galloway said harshly, "but what is your interest in the matter? It's my understanding, Commissioner, that all civilians were restricted from this area."

"Bruce Wayne's young boy is amongst the students being held in the school. Mister Wayne was just leaving. Weren't you, Bruce?" Gordon held Bruce's eyes firmly. Bruce's jaw line worked in anger, but whatever words he was about to say, were interrupted by one of the FBI's field technicians.

"Agent Galloway! We have a call coming through, ma'am!"

Galloway rushed to the communications van. The others followed at her heels. As they clustered around the open van's double doors, they could hear a loud male voice yelling obscenities in the background. He was answered by younger male voices raised in defiance, in language that Gordon knew the boys' parents would find shocking.

Suddenly, the loudspeakers burst with the distinctive rapid fire staccato of automatic weapons. They could hear loud screams in the background, crashing noises, objects being smashed, the piercing screams of the injured.

Gordon looked at Bruce. His friend's normally stoic features looked like someone had just walked on his grave. Gordon sent out a mental prayer pleading for the life of one small boy. God, forgive me, Gordon prayed silently. I don't want any of those boys to be hurt...but I don't know all those boys. Just one!

Gordon placed his hand on Bruce's shoulder and gave it a comforting squeeze.

The gunfire suddenly ceased. There was dead silence from the speakers. The listeners strained to hear any sound that might come through. Finally, the sounds of frightened sobbing and moaning from those who'd possibly been injured began gaining in volume.

The transmission ended.

* * *

><p>"But I <em><strong>must<strong>_ get through! I simply _**must**_! Master Dick needs me. He's only a child, can't you understand that? He needs me!" Alfred addressed the police officer as he would a Neanderthal.

"I'm sorry, sir, but no one goes in. Police Commissioner's orders."

"And what might your name be, my good sir?" Alfred asked haughtily.

"Bullock. Detective Sergeant Bullock. Now, 'my good sir', will you please step back? You're holding up traffic." Bullock turned away and shouted. "Mendoza! Bring it through!"

Bullock's momentary distraction was the chance that Alfred needed. As soon as Bullock faced away from him, Alfred slipped through the Police Line and vanished into the shadows.

* * *

><p>"You've got to go now, Jimmy," Dick insisted. He'd managed to sneak them both outside of the building, although they'd had a few heart-stopping moments when they heard the sudden sounds of gunfire coming from the cafeteria. Now, Jimmy refused to budge.<p>

"But you can't stay, Dicky," Jimmy protested. He was near tears. "They'll kill you, too." The boys were crouched outside along the building's east facade, hiding in the shadows of the school's impeccably maintained hedges.

"Look, Jimmy," Dick said trying to remain reasonable. "You need to make your way down to Founder's Run, then follow it all the way to the road. That's highway Sixty-three. If you go East on it, that should get you home."

"But Dicky," Jimmy sobbed. "What if I get lost?"

Dick sighed. How could he help his friend and the others, too, he wondered? Jimmy was a special student, requiring special tutors and one-on-one instruction. The other students used to tease him unmercifully, but that soon stopped when Dick became his friend. Jimmy was actually the sunniest boy on campus, seemingly always happy and greeting others with a smile.

When Dick first arrived at Prep, still lonely, and shy around the other boys, it was Jimmy who sat next to him during lunch. It was also Jimmy who showed Dick around campus. Even more importantly, when Dick was initially teased by some of the others who called him "Circus boy," it was Jimmy who stood up for him, and told the others it wasn't nice to call people names.

It was inevitable that the two boys who didn't quite fit into the school mainstream should just naturally gravitate to each other. The two soon became inseparable.

"Jimmy, listen to me," Dick said. "You've got to be brave, Jimmy. The lives of the others depend on us. You don't want me to let them down, do you?"

Jimmy shook his head, no.

"I know you can do it, Jimmy. You're the one who first showed me Founder's Run, remember?" Jimmy nodded, yes. "You showed me how it empties into that culvert near the highway, and then how it goes underground for a while until it joins up with the Gotham River. Remember, Jimmy? You showed me!"

Jimmy nodded his head vigorously. "I did! I did show you, Dicky!" Dick smiled in relief.

"Then, do you remember how to find Founder's Run, Jimmy?" At Jimmy's enthusiastic nod, Dick continued. "Jimmy, this is very important...Do you think that you could find Founder's Run by yourself?"

"I can, Dicky," Jimmy said excitedly. "I know I can!"

"Good, Jimmy. I know you can, too." Dick proceeded to give his special friend simple to follow but complete instructions on what to do once he arrived at the highway.

* * *

><p>The low rumble worked its way insistently into Bruce's subconscious. Finally, Bruce realized that he was actually hearing what sounded like a tracked vehicle moving towards the Command Center.<p>

"Jim! What are you doing?" Bruce demanded. He'd finally recognized the sound an instant before he saw the monstrously huge, lumbering object, which confirmed his worst fears.

The GCPD had brought in their SWAT tank. It wasn't really a tank, in that it did not have a barrel that fired a large caliber round. However, it was a tank in every other way: armored body set on tracks instead of wheels, a swivel turret capable of turning 360 degrees, twin-M60 machine guns mounted on the turret's cupola, a 50-caliber machine gun mounted on the turret's base. The icing on the cake? A one-ton battering ram mounted on the front of the vehicle.

Maybe the GCPD couldn't go toe to toe with the US Army, but it could probably take down just about anything that the Gotham City underworld threw up at them.

"Jim! Are you crazy? Do you know what those gunmen will do the kids if they see this thing coming?"

"Bruce," Gordon began, his patience almost at an end. "Please...go home."

Galloway walked up to them. "I'm afraid that I'll have to agree with Gordon, Wayne. You shouldn't be here. We have a lot of work to do and civilians will just get in the way."

"Agent Galloway!" the FBI technician indicated that they had an incoming transmission from the terrorists again.

"To whom do I have the pleasure of addressing?" the disembodied voice said over the loudspeaker.

"This is Special Agent Dorothy Galloway. Please, whom do I have the pleasure of addressing?"

"I am but a soldier in a cause, Agent Galloway. 'Agent Galloway.' Please, that sounds so formal. May I address you as Dorothy?"

"Of course."

"As I was saying, Dorothy, I am but a soldier in a cause. The Army of Daylight wishes to bring to light that which grovels in the shadows. We wish to shed light on those who suffer in darkness. More importantly, we wish to enlighten the masses who live with the black corruption of their souls."

"That's very interesting. It's also quite poetic. May I ask how you wish to carry out your plans?"

"By making bargains with Satan, of course. Such is the sad truth of life, that in order to bring forth the sunlight, one must first wallow in the mire."

"The kids!" Bruce hissed. "What about the kids?"

Galloway glared at him. "Excuse me, uh, Soldier of Daylight, but we heard the unmistakable sounds of gunfire earlier. Were any of the hostages injured? If I'm to help you achieve your goals, you have to do something for me as an act of good faith."

"..." The listeners at the Command Post could hear the faint sounds of whispering.

"Very well, Dorothy. You sound like someone whom we can trust to help us carry out our mission. Therefore, as an act of good faith, we will release the injured and the dead."

Before Galloway could say anything further, the line went dead.

* * *

><p>Alfred made his way steadily and carefully through the woods that encircled the vast school grounds. As he went, Alfred carefully blazed a trail, using the basic techniques he'd learned as a young lad while in the Boy Scouts. Those skills were later elaborated and improved upon while in Her Majesty's Secret Service.<p>

As he walked, Alfred's mind replayed the outrageous legal documents that Child Welfare Services had slapped Master Bruce with earlier that week.

"And wherein, said minor child, Richard John Grayson, has been left in the sole and unchaperoned care of one Alfred Pennyworth, a male employee in the Wayne household, on several occasions for days at a time, Child Welfare Services hereby petitions the Court to immediately suspend Mr. Bruce Wayne's guardianship of the aforementioned child..."

"'Unchaperoned care', indeed!" Alfred muttered. "As if I were some kind of child--" Alfred couldn't finish the sentence. The very thought made him ill. Poor Master Dick had already been through so much. He was finally beginning to settle in. He was smiling again.

Even Master Bruce was emerging slowly from his own self-imposed cold, emotionless prison. Alfred hadn't heard his surrogate son's laughter in so long, that when he it heard again a few short weeks after Master Dick's initial arrival at Wayne Manor, Alfred rushed to the study to see who was with the young master!

Alfred's eyes softened as he recalled the previous evening. Master Bruce had only recently started the young master's training and last night the Dark Knight tried to teach his young protege about the science of aerodynamics.

Alfred smiled. Master Dick wanted to learn to fly the Batwing, but Master Bruce wanted him to know more than just how to handle the plane. He wanted Master Dick to understand the principles behind heavier than air flight...

"But Bruce, what difference does it make? I mean, does it matter that I know the science behind microwave ovens if I want to reheat my cocoa?"

"No...no it doesn't, Dick," Bruce admitted. "Not from that standpoint. But there's more to microwaves than just being used to zap a meal or heat your drink. Microwaves are also used in telecommunications, weapons targeting systems...and in other uses. That kind of knowledge can come in handy for a crimefighter."

Dick listened intently, his young, intelligent face taking in what Bruce was trying to say.

"Okay, Bruce, I'll really try harder," Dick promised. "But some of this stuff...it's a little above my head." Bruce gave Dick a half-smile. On impulse, Bruce reached over and ruffled Dick's hair. As he did so, an idea suddenly came to him.

"I think I know how to make it simpler for you, chum," Bruce said. "Come on. Let's raid the printers for some paper."

The man and boy who would soon be known as the Dynamic Duo, spent that evening's lesson making paper airplanes. As the evening progressed the paper planes' design grew increasingly complex. Finally, Bruce and Dick were having Kitty Hawk competitions, seeing whose paper airplane could remain airborne the longest and glide the farthest.

Alfred smiled proudly. Master Dick won, of course. Master Bruce might know more about the science behind aerodynamics, but young Master Dick knew more about the art of having fun...!

Alfred's eyes suddenly mirrored Bruce's earlier pain. He couldn't believe that Child Welfare Services was going to take away the boy whom he had grown to love as a grandson.

"No! I can't allow the Masters to be separated from one another. If I'm the reason that Child Welfare Services is taking Master Dick, then I'll just have to leave."

Making up his mind, Alfred continued his trek.

* * *

><p>The critically injured were taken away in air ambulances. Those who were beyond help were placed in the Coroner's vehicle. Bruce studied each boy's face carefully, remembering the details, the pain, shock, and fear over the past few hours. The dead were identified as teachers, Mr. Evans, who taught Math, and Mr. Beaumont, the French teacher.<p>

"So Dorothy, now that I've done my part, it's your turn," the disembodied spokesman for the Army of Daylight sounded relaxed.

"Go ahead," Galloway replied. Her assistants were busily recording and analyzing the speaker's voice.

"It's quite simple. We have here the collected scions of not just Gotham City's wealthiest families, but of several famous and infamous families. Dorothy, I'm sure that you and your competent people can contact these families individually. Please pass on my regards to them and tell them that if the Army of Daylight does not receive the sum of one hundred billion dollars in gold bullion, placed in a soon-to-be-disclosed Swiss bank account, why they shall never see their beloved sons alive again!"

The speaker's announcement was met with shocked silence from the Command Center. Galloway felt an icy hand clutch her insides. The guy was totally whacko! One hundred billion dollars in gold bullion? No way could the combined families raise that kind of money. And even if they could, the US Government would never allow such a transfer to occur!

"Dorothy? Dorothy, are you still there, my dear?" the AoD representative's voice sounded like he'd just given the punchline to a rib-tickling joke. "Cat got your tongue?"

Galloway took a deep breath and began what she did best...negotiating for time.

"Look, uh, Soldier of Daylight...it's going to take us a while to contact each of the families individually. The school roster shows that some family members are located as far away as Mozambique--!"

"Oh, but Dorothy, time is the one thing you don't have! You see, my dear, my men have wired the cafeteria to go up in a fiery, spectacular display, in twelve hours. Unfortunately, the cafeteria is also were we happen to be holding the remainder of the student body. Heh! No pun intended!" He paused, then continued threateningly. "And tell that GCPD's flatfoot, Gordon, that if that SWAT tank moves even one more yard towards the main building, that I'll set off the explosion prematurely!"

At these words, Gordon got immediately on the GCPD's frequency and ordered the tank stopped.

* * *

><p>Bruce checked his watch. Seven p.m. He looked around, noticing the lengthening shadows. It was time. Bruce melted into the gathering gloom, a will o' the wisp in the mysterious woods.<p>

As soon as Bruce saw that he was alone, he began undoing his tie. Within seconds, Bruce Wayne was replaced by Gotham City's Dark Knight. Snapping open Bruce Wayne's briefcase, Batman quickly began assembling the apparatus hidden within.

* * *

><p>Dick crawled through the seemingly endless air conditioning vents. Alfred was gonna kill him, Dick worried. He'd ruined his uniform jacket and trousers! Dick heard low voices up ahead. Hurrying, Dick made his way towards the vent immediately opening into the school cafeteria.<p>

Dick took in the situation quickly. Four masked gunmen were watching the hostages. One on each corner of the room. The students and faculty were all sitting on the floor, their hands on their heads. They looked like pictures Dick had seen of prisoners of war.

Dick swallowed. Now that he was here, how was he going to help? He couldn't just jump in there. They'd shoot him or capture him before he accomplished anything. Getting an idea, Dick managed to turn around in the small crawl space. He headed towards the building maintenance utility room.

* * *

><p>Jimmy stumbled in the woods. His knees, hands, and face were scraped from the myriad branches that slapped him, and the constant falls he'd taken. Jimmy had to make it! Dicky and others were depending on him. He had to go for help.<p>

Jimmy paused for a few minutes to get his bearings and catch his breath. He clutched the piece of paper that Dicky had given him. It was a diagram of the school grounds...and the underground culvert that Founder's Run emptied into.

Jimmy remembered the day he'd shown Dicky his discovery. Jimmy had first sworn his best friend to secrecy...

"See? The culvert keeps going! When Founder's Run is running low, like it does at this time of year, you can follow the culvert until it goes underground!" Jimmy led Dicky through the dark, dripping concrete culvert. Soon, the boys came to an overgrown opening leading into another tunnel branch.

"It's an old tunnel!" Jimmy explained excitedly. "I followed it last year! It goes all the way back to the school, I think. There's a door at the very end, but there was a cave-in, probably years ago, and the door's blocked. I wasn't able to move the rocks and dirt by myself, but you wanna see it?"

Dick nodded enthusiastically. "You bet!" The two boys explored the tunnel to its origin, and together were able to remove most of the rocks and dirt that blocked the entranceway; however, even together, they couldn't budge a huge boulder. Eventually, Jimmy and Dicky gave up, but with a promise to return someday and clear the last remaining obstacle...!

Jimmy smiled at the happy memory. He looked around at the small clearing along Founder's Run where he currently stood. Nobody knew about the tunnel's existence, except Dicky and him. Now, the lives of the others depended on this information!

* * *

><p>Batman checked the joints. They held. He spread the midnight black wings to their full twelve-foot spread. Settling the Nightwing on the ground, Batman turned his back to it, then lowering himself, he carefully brought the shoulder harness to the correct position. Tightening the harness straps until they felt snug, but comfortable, Batman took several steps backward until he was almost in line with the trees.<p>

Taking a slow breath, Batman took a running start, then leaped into the night. The Nightwing immediately caught the air currents, and within seconds, Batman cleared the treeline. Anyone looking up at the moment would've been startled by the sight of a giant black bat swooping into the deepening darkness.

* * *

><p>Alfred heard a child's sobbing. He stood in the dark shadows afforded by the tall broad-leafed trees indigenous to that part of the state. Moving carefully, Alfred came to a small clearing. Listening intently, Alfred again heard the child's sobbing.<p>

The sound was coming from his left! Alfred moved quietly through the heavy underbrush. He paused to listen. The woods were absolutely still except for a gentle breeze soughing high above on the upper branches.

There! He heard it again! And just a few feet away. Alfred moved carefully, keeping to the treeline. If it were a child, frightened and alone, Alfred didn't want to scare him any further. On the other hand, if this was a trick, Alfred would be in the position to gain the drop on his enemy.

Placing his foot down carefully on the ground underneath him, toe to heel, Alfred finally reached his goal. To his relief, and immense sorrow, Alfred discovered that he had indeed found a crying child.

"There, there," Alfred said soothingly, "everything's going to be all right. I promise you."

The boy looked up startled. Alfred could make out pale features in the weak light afforded by the quarter moon. The boy quickly sat up, and pushed backwards until he came up against a tree trunk.

"Stay away from me! Please!" The boy was so terrified that his desperate plea was barely above a whisper. "Leave me alone!"

"Now, son," Alfred soothingly. "I know you've had a frightening time of it, but I assure you that I shan't hurt you! I'm a friend."

"A friend?" the boy asked suspiciously, yet hopeful.

"Yes, I'm Alfred. I'm looking for my...Dick Grayson. Do you know him, perchance?"

"Dicky? You know Dicky?" The revelation was too much for the boy. He began sobbing even louder. Alfred rushed to the boy, and held him in his arms, rocking him gently.

"There, there, there," Alfred whispered, over and over. "Everything's going to be all right. I promise..."

* * *

><p>Much later, the boy, who'd introduced himself as Jimmy Trane, finally quieted down. Alfred, however, still held him comfortingly. Jimmy didn't seem ready to be released, just yet.<p>

"How well do you know, Master Dick?" Alfred asked.

"Dicky's my best-best friend," Jimmy answered solemnly. "He's the nicest boy in the whole school."

"Yes, our young Master Dick, is an extremely good boy," Alfred said. "Tell me, Master Jimmy. Did you see Master Dick before you--?"

Jimmy nodded vigorously.

"Oh, yes, Alfred! Dicky helped me escape. He told me that I had to go for help. Look!" Jimmy held out a filthy piece of crumpled paper. Alfred took it gingerly in his fingers, then spread it out on the ground below him. Reaching into his backpack, Alfred took a small penlight.

He aimed the red-filtered light on the paper. What he saw got his adrenaline racing!

"Master Jimmy! Please, young sir...do you know where this opening is? This is very important!"

Jimmy nodded, "Of course! Like Dicky told me...I'm the one who showed it to him in the first place!"

Alfred immediately jumped to his feet. He carefully folded the small map, and handed it back to Jimmy. Looking anxiously at his diminutive guide, Alfred declared, "Then let us not tarry here any longer! Lead on, Master Jimmy!"

* * *

><p>Dick gave the vent grill a final kick and was relieved to see it pop open. Lowering himself into the utility room, Dick began looking around for anything that might help him.<p>

Going down the list of items in his mind that Bruce made him memorize one night, Dick began checking them off: power, extinguishers, batteries, wire, pliers, wadding, bottles, cleaning solution.

Recalling the extensive instructions he'd received that night, Dick began gathering the necessary ingredients.

* * *

><p>Batman landed on the building's eaves, easily and gracefully. Quickly removing the Nightwing's shoulder harness, he made his way lightly across the old fashioned gabled roof. Remembering how a very young Bruce Wayne used to gain egress from the school grounds so many years ago, Batman allowed himself a momentary half-smile before he continued on the dangerous task at hand.<p>

* * *

><p>"Master Jimmy, it is highly imperative that you continue on your mission to get this map to the proper authorities. Do you understand, young sir?" Jimmy nodded solemnly. He blinked rapidly, fighting back tears. Before Alfred knew it, Jimmy threw his arms around Alfred's waist and sobbed his heartbreak.<p>

"Dicky loves you, Alfred! He told me so! He loves you and Mister Wayne, and he doesn't ever want to leave you!" Alfred looked down at the small golden head buried in his waist with stunned awe. Master Dick said that? Alfred's own eyes began blinking rapidly. Holding the boy tightly to him for a moment longer, Alfred struggled to get his raging emotions under control.

"I assure you, Master Jimmy, that I love Master Dick, too. Very much so. Thank you for telling me." Alfred knelt down until he was eye to eye with Jimmy. "And might I add, Master Jimmy, that Master Dick is an extremely lucky boy to have such a 'best-best' friend as you."

Jimmy nodded, sobbing and swallowing at the same time, his tear-stained eyes trying hard to appear brave. "Please be careful, Alfred. Dicky would never forgive me if I let anything happen to you!"

Alfred smiled fondly upon his young charge's friend. "As I said earlier, Master Jimmy. Everything is going to be all right. I promise."

* * *

><p>Dick looked around the utility room again. Did he forget anything? He looked at the fuse box. His cross wiring was delicately connected to the old style pocket watch. Dick looked at it regretfully. It was the last thing of his Dad's that he owned. It had belonged to Grandpa Richardo Grayson. Dick squared his shoulders. Bruce said that a good soldier always used whatever material was at hand.<p>

Dick's eyes followed the long, improvised fuse to the containers of cleaning fluid. He checked his own wristwatch. He sighed. If he only knew how to use the digital timing mechanism, but Bruce hadn't taught him that yet; therefore, Dick was forced to use the analog timer in his grandfather's watch.

"Get over it, Grayson!" Dick said harshly. Others' lives were depending on him. "Besides, you know as well as I do, that Dad would've approved of how you were using Grandpa's watch--to save peoples' lives!"

With a last, regretful glance, Dick climbed back into the air conditioning vent.

* * *

><p>Batman moved stealthily through the darkened corridors. As he worked his way steadily through the ancient building, memories of his days as a schoolboy came to him unbidden. Most of Bruce's time here had been spent in deep loneliness, especially after his parents' deaths.<p>

Dr. Chamberlain had taken special interest in the quiet boy, often making time for him, drawing him out of his shell. The kindly school Chancellor had even succeeded in making young Bruce smile a few times.

Batman's mouth quirked up at the memory. Coming back to the present, Batman's eyes hardened, his chiseled chin drew into a straight line. He knew what he must do.

* * *

><p>Alfred found the end of the old tunnel. Just as young Master Jimmy had described, it looked like a cave-in had blocked the secret entrance to the school. Reaching into his backpack, Alfred grinned.<p>

"Plastique! Never leave home without it!"

Alfred worked quickly, placing the charges in the vulnerable points. As he wired the giant boulder, Alfred kept in mind to place the charges only on the spots that would guarantee an implosion. He wanted to turn the force of the explosion into the boulder, not away from it.

This would not only minimize the chances of debris flying out and possibly killing Alfred, but it would also keep the possibilities of the tunnel collapsing to a minimum.

Within minutes, Alfred was ready. He set the timer, then ran quickly to put as much distance between himself and the explosion, counting by the thousands.

"Eight One-thousand!" Alfred dove for cover behind some debris. As soon as he hit the ground, the tunnel was rocked by the sounds of a muffled explosion. The sound continued to echo down the corridor until it seemed to disappear.

"Well, if they didn't know I was here before, they probably do now!" Alfred stood up and ran towards the door. Success! The explosion not only pulverized the boulder, it knocked the ancient doorway off its hinges.

Not pausing to think of the consequences, Alfred went through the open threshold.

* * *

><p>Dick paused in the air vent. He'd felt what seemed to be a minor earthquake. Remaining still a moment longer, Dick shrugged and proceeded.<p>

Dick kicked open the vent to the Boys' Locker Room. He quickly climbed down, then hurried to the equipment locker. Going through the items, he discarded most of them without a second look. Finally, he found a few items that could prove useful...

* * *

><p>Batman felt the explosion as it rocked the old building's foundations. It had come from a part of the building that he'd believed unoccupied. Narrowing his eyes behind his cowl, Batman hurried towards the cafeteria.<p>

Taking out a portable spectral analysis device Batman began looking for telltale signs of explosives. He was met with success almost immediately. Following the device's glowing red and amber lights, the Dark Knight was able to determine quickly where the terrorists had placed their charges.

The indicator lights showed that the support beams running immediately underneath the cafeteria floor had been wired. Batman slipped downstairs to the school building's complex subterranean area and slowly traced the explosives.

Running a spectral analysis of one of the charges, Batman saw that it could be easily disarmed without setting off the companion charges. He checked the wiring again for booby traps, or anything else that could come back and bite him.

"Child's play," Batman uttered and got to work.

* * *

><p>"One hundred billion in gold bullion?!"<p>

"Are they crazy?"

"Even with our combined wealth, there's no way we could raise that kind of money!"

Galloway held her hands up for quiet. "Please! Ladies and gentlemen! I can't hear what you're saying!"

"Aw right! Everybody shut 'cher traps!" Bullock's voice roared over everyone else's. "The Commish has sumpin' t'say!"

"Thank you, Sergeant Bullock," Gordon said quietly. "Ladies and gentlemen, please understand that we are dealing with a new and previously unknown terrorist group here. Their demands show something of their inexperience. They obviously believe that raising that kind of hard currency is easy...and accordingly they haven't given you the time necessary to raise it. The timers on the explosives in the cafeteria are counting down even as we speak."

His words were met by hysteria and anger.

"Gordon! I demand that the GCPD get my boy out of there! What do the taxpayers pay your salaries for anyway?"

"Commissioner! Commissioner Gordon, please! My little boy is only six! This is his first year at Prep. Please, Commissioner...since his father's death, Teddy's all I have in the world!"

"I'm sorry, ma'am," Gordon said quietly. Teddy's mother looked at Gordon then turned away with a sob.

"Agent Galloway, I don't understand! The terrorists must know that we can't meet their demands. Why are they asking for such an outrageous amount?"

"Hey...Where's Bruce Wayne? Shouldn't he be here?"

"Yeah...where is that irresponsible playboy? He's the only one of us who owns his company outright."

"Yeah! Wayne Enterprises has never gone public...Last I heard, it was the largest privately owned company in the world! Rumor has it that if Wayne ever takes W.E. public, his personal wealth could increase exponentially and take him to the stratosphere."

"Why isn't he here, Commissioner Gordon? I thought all the local parents had been contacted."

"Haven't you heard? Bruce Wayne isn't a parent, just a legal guardian. And if Child Welfare Services has anything to say about it, he may not even be that much longer!" All eyes turned to the new speaker. "Good evening, ladies and gentlemen. I'm Lucius Fox, President of Wayne Enterprises, International."

"And Bruce Wayne's right hand man," someone added.

"Ha! Last I heard, Wayne was nothing but a puppet and you were the puppet master!" Another called out derisively.

Fox bristled under the insults against his friend and employer. And Bruce wants to help these people, Fox thought amazed. His disgusted eyes sought out Commissioner Gordon.

"Jim!" Fox walked up to his friend and shook hands warmly. "I need to speak to whoever's in charge here."

Gordon pointed at Galloway with his chin. "That would be Special Agent Dorothy Galloway, FBI." Fox's eyebrow shot up. Female FBI agents were still enough of a rarity to cause a stir, but one who was in charge of such a volatile hostage situation? Agent Galloway had to be 'special' indeed, Fox punned silently.

"Agent Galloway!" Gordon called her over. "Agent Galloway, this is Mister Lucius Fox. He represents the interests of Wayne Enterprises, International."

Galloway shook hands with Fox. "What may I do for you, Mister Fox?" she asked curiously. She'd noticed that Wayne had disappeared as soon as the terrorists revealed their ransom demands. Was Fox here as a replacement?

"Agent Galloway, I am here in the capacity of Mister Wayne's proxy. He has given me full authority to offer the Army of Daylight the following terms." Fox handed Galloway a thick document. By then the other parents had gathered curiously around Fox.

"What did he say?"

"I'm not sure...something about being Wayne's proxy."

"What do you think he means by that?"

"Shush! I want to listen!"

Galloway flipped through the document quickly. Some of the subheadings gave her an immediate visceral reaction: WayneTech Satellite/Military Technology; WayneCommSys Telecommunications, and its subdivisions, to include, and Wayne/CompUSA; WayneOil; Wayne International with its myriad interests: agriculture, construction, manufacturing...the list was endless.

Galloway looked up at Fox. "Mister Fox, I'm afraid that it's going to take me and my assistants quite a while to go through this massive document."

Fox nodded his understanding and pulled out a single sheet from his briefcase. "Perhaps this might help, Agent Galloway. It's an executive summary. It's been signed by myself and co-signed by Mister Wayne's legal representative, Ms. Mary Margaret Scott. It states that we agree to the immediate liquidation of one hundred percent of Mister Bruce Wayne's private assets, to exclude the Wayne Foundation." Fox paused as those around him gasped when the implications of his statement finally sank in.

"Furthermore, I have here a petition signed by all the current employees at Wayne Enterprises, Gotham City. Even as we speak, more petitions are coming in from all over the world of Wayne International employees agreeing to this action, even though they know that it could well put them out of a job."

Fox turned to face the other parents. As Fox spoke, his intense glare melted through the others' defenses, and one by one they dropped their eyes in shame.

"Yes, ladies and gentlemen, that 'wacky' boy billionaire, that 'irresponsible playboy', is pledging his entire personal fortune to ensure the safe return not just of his 'ward', but of all your sons as well, and the Prep faculty members currently being held hostage."

Fox turned back to the FBI agent.

"Agent Galloway, do I have your authorization to speak to this terrorist and get the ball rolling?"

Galloway stood gaping mutely for a split second. She'd been just as stunned by Fox's announcement as the parents of the Prep boys. Now, however, she found her voice.

"Mister Fox, I'm sorry, sir, but as I've said before, the US government does not bargain with terrorists. They probably plan to use this money in the purchase of weapons of mass destruction. We can't allow such vast amounts of hard currency to fall into terrorist hands."

"I'm sorry, Agent Galloway, but you see...you have no choice. As I was speaking, this whole conversation was being videotaped and transmitted to a satellite uplink directly tied to the terrorists' receiver frequency. The deal, Agent Galloway, whether you or the United States Government likes it or not, has already been brokered."

* * *

><p>Alfred kept to the shadows. Prior to entering the building he'd taken the time to quickly smear mud from the tunnel's dank and filthy muddy corridors on his face. After a moment's pause, he also rubbed some liberally into his thinning hair. As his special services training clicked into place, Alfred transformed internally into the former operative for British Intelligence.<p>

Alfred paused to take some items out of his backpack: a small penknife (identical to the one he'd given Master Dick), his penlight, and a meter length of wire. The last items he removed were a pair of black leather gloves, and-- Alfred hesitated--a small, snub-nosed, specially modified .22 caliber pistol with silencer.

Master Bruce abhorred guns, as did Alfred. He'd seen all to well what horror guns could inflict into people's lives, first, while in Her Majesty's service and then later in the aftermath of the Waynes' double murder. However, Alfred couldn't let his conscience get the best of him right now. He had to use all the materials available to rescue the young master. That's all Alfred would allow himself to dwell on. As for the rest--!

"Bother the consequences!" Alfred muttered.

* * *

><p>Dick knew that he had to time his actions just right, or he'd lose the element of surprise. He went over the plan in his head once more. So many things could go wrong, and unfortunately, they all ended with him being killed. He was hiding behind one of the vast array of computer stations in the school's computer lab.<p>

Dick shrugged, inhaling deeply.

"Here goes nothing!" he whispered. Eyeing the masked goon standing guard a few feet in front of him, Dick gauged the distance. Whipping out his homemade slingshot, Dick placed one of the heavy metal golf tees he'd found in the equipment room into it. Swinging the slingshot until it was an almost invisible blur, Dick let fly!

Bulls' Eye! The bad guy went down like he'd been shot! Dick ran towards him and quickly disarmed him. Remembering a trick he'd learned from Barbara Gordon, his occasional babysitter, Dick tied up the mook using the gunman's own jacket. Looking around the lab for something a little more permanent, Dick spied a few telephone cables. Knowing that these had steel wires inside for added tensile strength, Dick took a ten-foot length of telephone cable and tied his prisoner even more securely.

"There! That should hold you!" Dick said satisfied. Running to the lab's door, Dick looked around the outside corridor to see if it was safe. All clear! Dick took off at a fast jog to his next location--the student lounge!

* * *

><p>As Dick took off, he was being watched by another pair of eyes. Luckily for him, these eyes smiled with pride as their owner beheld the sight of his young protege following in his footsteps. After Dick left, Batman walked up to the unconscious gunman and checked his bonds. The boy did a good job, he thought admiringly, and then proceeded to tighten the knots with a few tricks he'd learned in his world travels.<p>

This was one terrorist who wasn't going anywhere for a while. To ensure that, Batman taped the man's mouth shut to prevent him from calling for help when he woke up, and then dragged him out of sight into a small broom closet.

Allowing himself a half-grin, Batman ran off in the direction he'd seen Dick going. Abruptly, something caught his eye out of his peripheral vision, and Batman instantly ducked into a recessed doorway.

* * *

><p>Alfred stalked his intended target from behind on catlike feet. Abruptly, Alfred brought the thin wire up and over the guard's head. Twisting viciously, Alfred waited for the terrorist to stop squirming, then instantly released him. Alfred remembered how, as a young operative barely out of training, he'd killed one too many of the enemy simply because he didn't know when to stop applying pressure.<p>

Once the terrorist collapsed at his feet, Alfred gave him a tentative kick with the toe of his shoe. Seeing no response, Alfred bent down, and removing his glove, checked the man's pulse. Weak, but still there. Alfred smiled. Like a riding a bike, he thought proudly.

Alfred looked at the ugly welts already forming on the man's neck. Grimacing, Alfred stood and dragged the unconscious man into a room along the corridor. Memories of why Alfred quit Her Majesty's Service in the first place returned in a sudden deluge. Unable to look at his handiwork, Alfred abandoned the terrorist in the middle of the room, and left quickly.

* * *

><p>Batman observed the elderly and kindly butler's antics with a bit of astonishment. He'd known of Alfred's past service with British Intelligence. But to actually see the quiet and dignified old gentleman who'd raised him--the loyal friend and confidant who'd always been there for him, the man who was more father than employee--garrote another man...Well, it gave even the Dark Knight pause!<p>

Batman waited for Alfred to leave the room. Once he was certain that Alfred wasn't returning soon, Batman stepped forward, checked the terrorist, and was relieved to see that the gunman was still alive. Batman quickly slapped a pair of Bat-cuffs on the man's wrists and then applied a short strip of tape across the prisoner's mouth.

Finally, Batman stuffed his prisoner inside a small crawlspace underneath the stairs. It was beginning to look like Batman was about to spend the remainder of the night playing cleanup crew for his "Bat-family."

* * *

><p>And so it went...<p>

Dick brought down three more thugs with his improvised slingshot. One didn't go down immediately, and the young acrobat had to spring into action. Batman watched with pride as Dick executed three handsprings in rapid succession, leaping impossibly high into the air while spinning, and kicking out with all his might. The momentum produced by Dick's acrobatics added to the full force of the kick, knocking the terrorist unconscious.

Dick landed lightly in a crouch. He studied the downed terrorist to ensure that he was indeed unconscious, then further restrained him with an electrical cord. Once finished, Dick checked his watch, gasped at the time, and took off at a sprint.

Batman quirked an eyebrow. He quickly checked Dick's knots and loops, and determined that they didn't need further adjustment. The boy was improving as the night progressed.

* * *

><p>Similarly, Alfred brought down two more terrorists by garroting them from behind. A third put up a fight. Batman watched, ready to spring into action and provide assistance if it looked like Alfred needed it. Alfred didn't.<p>

Alfred and the terrorist struggled for a few minutes. The killer took out a huge knife and began to toy with Alfred, making lightning quick slashing movements to frighten the old man. Alfred's eyes widened and watched as if mesmerized for a few more seconds.

Finally, tiring of the game, Alfred dove and rolled right. As he did so, Alfred took out his snub-nosed .22 and fired! Both Batman's and the terrorist's eyes widened in shock. The subdued "phwit" of the gun's silencer seemed to echo in the absolute silence. Alfred stood and walked over to the terrorist. He casually toed the unconscious man, grinned sardonically, then strolled away, like a Sunday in the park.

Batman stood momentarily frozen in place. Alfred used a gun?! He couldn't believe it! Alfred hated guns as much as Batman did. After Alfred left the room, Batman walked as if in a daze towards what he believed to be the dead man.

Bending down, Batman quickly checked him for entry and exit wounds. There were none! Slowing down, Batman began looking him over carefully, checking for anything unusual. By then, he'd realized that the man was breathing, had a rapid pulse, and clammy skin.

Finally, Batman found it--a small dart! Alfred's gun must have been specially modified to fire darts, instead of bullets. Batman looked down at the gunman with relief washing over him. He might've known that the man who'd raised him since his parents' murder could never have resorted to shooting an opponent, no matter how seemingly well-deserved.

Batman felt his chest swell with pride as he reviewed Alfred's actions in his head. Standing straight, Batman left the room and followed after his "father."

* * *

><p>"Commissioner Gordon, place this man under arrest," Galloway ordered indicating Fox. "The charges are high treason against the Government of the United States, aiding and abetting a known terrorist group in the execution of a federal crime, negotiating with a known terrorist group, and..." Galloway paused, sounding harassed, "...and I'll think of something else, I'm sure!"<p>

"Agent Galloway, this is outrageous!" Gordon protested. "Lucius Fox is one of Gotham City's most respected citizens! The charges you've just listed are bogus and you know it!"

The parents of the Prep boys overheard Galloway's charges and exploded in anger!

"You can't do this!" One father protested.

"Those are our children in there!" another cried out.

"At least Wayne and Fox are doing something concrete!"

"Yeah! What have you Feds done to get us our sons back, Agent Galloway?"

"My Teddy is only six...and his medication for his asthma--! He needs it!"

The crowd started getting ugly.

"We won't let you arrest Fox!" The first father who'd spoken said threateningly.

Gordon stepped in. He raised his hands for quiet and called for calm.

"Please! Ladies and gentlemen! I know that you are all worried about your children...I know how you feel. Believe me! I'm a father myself...but this isn't the way! Mister Fox, here, would be the first to say that. Right, Lucius?"

Fox stood in the center of the storm. He looked steadily at the worried, angry parents who appeared ready to become an unruly mob. His eyes caught the professionally determined closing-in of police ranks. Officers seemed to be melting out of the shadows, appearing with weapons held at ready, apparently putting up a hard-line approach to keep the restless crowd from rioting.

Fox slowly nodded his head, signaling his agreement with Gordon's statement. Fox walked up to the unsteady line of parents, which seemed ready to break at any provocation.

"Look, this is no good. You know that. Your sons need their mothers and fathers to be strong for them. They need to know not only that you love them but that you are all waiting here to take them home. How do you think the news that you tried to break through the police lines and were arrested will affect them?" Fox paused, gauging the effects of his words.

"Right now, your boys have very little hope with which to keep up their spirits. The only thing that they have...the only thing that they know that they can depend on...is your unconditional love for them. And the knowledge that it's waiting for them when--NOT IF--they get out of this alive." The parents' eyes showed that his words were having an effect on them. A few husbands suddenly hugged their wives. Not a few wept.

Fox could feel the tension in the crowd dissipating. The mob quickly transformed itself back to several small groups comprised of individuals, mothers and fathers who feared for the safe return of their sons.

Fox sighed in relief. He turned to Gordon and held his hands out.

"I'm ready to go now, Jim," Fox said. "However, Agent Galloway, I must warn you. By locking me up, you lose the only person who can stop the financial transactions from taking place. When the satellite uplink set the wheels in motion for the liquidation of Wayne Enterprises' assets, it was done with a failsafe." Fox grinned. "Mister Wayne wouldn't want his assets to be transferred to a known terrorist group should the FBI successfully manage to stop them in the execution of a federal crime." Fox paused to let his words sink in. He saw that Galloway was beginning to understand.

"That's right, Agent Galloway. The liquidation has not occurred yet, but unless I send the correct code word to the WayneCommSys satellite, which is due to pass over Gotham City in another..." Fox checked his watch. "...thirty minutes, then I'm afraid there's nothing that will stop it!"

* * *

><p>Dick crouched behind one of the endless gleaming kitchen cabinets. He checked his watch again. It was almost time. He looked around the kitchen for items that he could possibly use. Spotting a giant butcher block, Dick's eyes widened. It held a bevy of chef knives! Dick quickly moved to it at a half crouch.<p>

Dick remembered the Great Marko and his knife-throwing act. Dick's Mom disapproved of her son hanging around what she considered an extremely dangerous act, but Dick loved to watch Marko in action. Marko eventually taught Dick the rudiments of knife throwing, a skill that Bruce was helping Dick improve upon.

Dick already knew how to throw, with deadly accuracy, several weapons, in addition to knives. Dick smiled.

"Guess it's back to basics!" Quickly gathering several small paring knives, Dick stuck them in his belt. He pantomimed reaching for the knives to ensure that he could get to them easily.

Dick checked his watch again. Time!

* * *

><p>Alfred moved through the immaculately kept kitchens. He looked around in approval. Once this horrid affair was behind them, Alfred promised himself that he'd pay a personal call to the school's master chef and offer him his personal congratulations on the chef's pristinely maintained kitchen.<p>

Perhaps Alfred might even share a few of his secret recipes with the chap. Alfred smiled, momentarily caught up at the pleasantness of the thought. Suddenly, his previous vow to leave Wayne Manor when this crisis was over came back to him. Alfred felt a wave of profound sadness flood his soul.

Leave and never see Master Bruce or Master Dick again? Alfred's heart ached at the thought.

A boy's cry from the other side of the wall brought him back to the present. Before the night was over, Alfred knew that he might resort to killing. As the danger that these men placed Master Dick and his schoolmates settled like a shroud over Alfred's consciousness, a cold, dark fury slowly began taking over his very being.

"If those villains harmed even one strand of hair on the young master's head, I shall--!"

"Alfred!" Alfred immediately dropped behind the shiny kitchen appliances. "Alfred!" The whisper was insistent. Alfred looked up cautiously. That sounded like...but no! It was too much to hope for!

Then he saw him! Master Dick! Looking very disheveled and much the worse for wear! Oh, dear, Alfred groaned! The young master ruined his new school blazer and trousers! Not again, Alfred commiserated. All of these thoughts and observations flashed through Alfred's mind in a split second, but were soon overshadowed by Alfred's all-consuming joy at seeing Dick again--very much alive!

Dick ran into Alfred's arms, his relief at being reunited with Alfred obvious. Dick hugged Alfred's neck tightly. Alfred could feel the boy's hot tears on his exposed face and neck. Neither dared speak. Alfred didn't think he'd be able to anyway.

Alfred held Dick at arm's length and just drank in the boy's features. Dick swallowed and wiped his eyes and nose with his sleeve. Alfred grimaced at such unrefined behavior. Really! Alfred thought. I'm simply going to have to give the young master lessons in basic good grooming. One must maintain appearances, after all!

Alfred smiled suddenly. He realized that he didn't care! Alfred was just so happy to see Dick alive that it just didn't matter if the boy ever learned proper etiquette.

"Alfred, we have to hurry! It's gonna go off any second!" Dick persisted.

"What's going to go off?" Alfred asked, quickly standing and following Dick.

About to answer, Dick suddenly blinked and looked at Alfred as if for the first time.

"Your face is dirty," Dick said amazed. He squinted his eyes and studied Alfred closely. "So's your hair!" Dick sniffed and suddenly grimaced at the noisome smell. Looking up at Alfred, Dick's face suddenly took on a neutral expression.

"I'll explain later," Alfred said, eyes twinkling. "What's going to go off?" he repeated.

A muffled roar suddenly reverberated through the building. Alfred looked up. It sounded like it came from the air conditioning vent! He turned a quirked eyebrow at his junior charge.

Dick grinned.

"I kinda hot-wired the place. The lights should be going out just about--!" The lights went out! "--Now!" Dick finished proudly. The unexpected darkness was met by what sounded like a riot in the cafeteria. Dick and Alfred could hear the sounds of a large crowd of people suddenly scrambling.

Sounds of heavy objects being dragged, people running, falling...mass confusion could be heard.

To Alfred's dismay, the next sounds were heart-stopping in their terror! Automatic weapons being fired at the ceiling and guards shouting to restore order. Screams from the escaping and frightened prisoners could be heard over the din! In the chaos, Alfred lost Dick!

* * *

><p>"Commissioner Gordon! Commissioner Gordon!" Gordon looked up at the small throng of policemen who were making their way to him. Gordon noticed that one of the officers was carrying a small boy! He hurried towards them.<p>

"Commissioner, one of our officers found him wandering down Highway Sixty- three. He says he managed to escape from the school with the help of another boy."

"Uh-huh," the little boy said timidly. "My best-best friend, Dicky Grayson helped me."

"Dick Grayson!" Fox rushed up at the mention of his employer's son's name.

"Uh-huh." The boy looked at all of the grownups solemnly.

"Is Dick with you? Did he escape, too?" Fox asked.

"Uh-uh."

Fox looked at the boy desperately, but controlled his escalating concern. "Can you tell us what happened, son?"

The boy nodded, his eyes wide with fright. Gordon stepped forward and introduced himself.

"Son, what's your name?"

"Jimmy Trane."

"Jimmy, can you tell us what happened, son? I promise you that you are not in any kind of trouble."

Jimmy studied Gordon with wide guileless eyes. Finally, as if convinced of the veracity of Gordon's statement, Jimmy explained how Dick helped him escape. Reaching into his jacket pocket, Jimmy pulled the much folded and crumpled filthy piece of paper.

Gordon took the paper, and asked someone to shine a light on it. Gordon studied the child-like scrawl and drawings. Gordon looked at Galloway excitedly. "This is it!" Gordon declared. "Sergeant Bullock, ready a SWAT team! We have a way in!" Gordon turned to the little boy. "You're a real hero, Jimmy. You might just have saved the lives of all of your teachers and classmates. Thank you."

"You're welcome," Jimmy said solemnly. Then he gave Gordon his sunniest smile.

* * *

><p>Dick took out two of his paring knives. He held them both in one hand like Marko taught him. Dick crept along the wall, following the brief flashes of gunfire. As Dick reached the first gunman, he took stock of the situation. In order to throw effectively, Dick would have to expose himself completely.<p>

Although the overhead lights were out, the cafeteria's emergency lights kicked in immediately. Dick could now see the gunman's outline in the faint light. Unfortunately, if Dick could see the gunman, then the gunman would be able to see Dick.

Dick slid down the table he was cowering behind. His fear suddenly sprang to the fore. What was he doing, he asked himself? He wasn't a super-hero! At least, not yet! His training wasn't even complete!

I'm just a kid, Dick protested! What can I do?

Suddenly, Dick's mind flashed back to his earlier conversation with Jimmy Trane.

"The others are depending on us! You wouldn't want to let them down, would you?"

Dick mirrored Jimmy's solemn headshake. Of course he couldn't let his classmates down. He'd be letting Bruce down. And Alfred. Most of all, he'd be letting himself down.

Dick steadied his breathing, and felt the balance of the knives in his hand. They felt different than Marko's had. The balance was slightly off. Dick would have to compensate. Nodding to himself, Dick suddenly stood, and not bothering to aim, Dick let both knives fly!

The gunman's scream was the signal Dick needed. His knives had successfully found their target. Now it was up to some old-fashioned hand-to-hand to finish off the bad guy!

* * *

><p>When the lights went out, Batman sprang into action. No need for skulking, or hiding along the shadows. The entire place was blacked out! Batman heard the chaos coming from the cafeteria. That was the first priority!<p>

Taking out a set of batarangs, Batman rounded the open corridor that led straight to the cafeteria. Ducking under the sudden gunfire, Batman came up throwing! In rapid succession, he threw three batarangs! One knocked the weapon from the gunman's grip; the second struck him on the temple; the third passed the gunman, then returned and began looping a rope with heavy weights around him.

One down!

Batman shot out a grappling line to the ceiling, and used it to swing across the large open room in a split second. He landed--hard!--on a second terrorist. It took Batman a split second to dispatch his surprised opponent. Batman cuffed him quickly, then turned, looking for the next target!

All around him, people ran in a panic, screaming out loud. Batman heard some adult male voices calling out to the boys.

"Prep boys! Remain calm! Remember your drills. Make your way to the nearest exit! Remain calm!"

Several of the boys followed the adults' orders and began hurrying towards the exits. Batman suddenly smelled an unusual odor--some kind of ammonia oxide! It was a noxious gas produced when certain cleaning compounds were mixed together. The gas could make someone very ill, but it was probably not deadly under such diluted conditions.

Batman's mouth quirked up in a half-smile. Apparently one of his family members (Batman was inclined to believe that this was an example of Dick's handiwork) had taken the time to make a "stink bomb"! Since the gas was dissipating quickly through the air conditioning vents, it was actually losing its strength the farther it spread.

About all it was accomplishing was acting as an irritant, and causing further disruption.

It looked like the cafeteria was in good hands. Batman faded into the deeper shadows and went in search of the leader.

* * *

><p>When Alfred heard the terrorist scream, he looked up from behind the tabletop that he'd been crouched behind. In the dim emergency lighting, Alfred saw the gunmen suddenly drop his weapon! That's all Alfred needed. Vaulting over the table he was using for cover, Alfred leaped up on another table, then proceeded to make his way towards the villain.<p>

Not taking time to assess the danger or the folly of his actions, Alfred leaped from table to table until he reached the terrorist. Seeing his goal at hand, Alfred went airborne, striking the enemy dead-center with a flying tackle.

"Take that you scoundrel!" Alfred cried. They fell together in a tangle of bodies. Alfred recovered and kicked out viciously, connecting with the rogue's temple. His opponent reached out weakly with his good hand, trying to grab Alfred's foot before he kicked again.

Instead of kicking, Alfred slashed at the man's Adam's apple with a stiffened right hand. When his enemy didn't go down immediately, Alfred picked up a cafeteria chair. Taking his best cricketeer's stance, Alfred swung the chair with all his might, solidly connecting with the thug's jaw. The terrorist collapsed like a rag doll.

A small toe appeared next to Alfred and tentatively poked the fallen brigand's chest. Alfred looked down and saw Dick Grayson's proud blue eyes looking back up at him. Feeling a small hand reach for his, Alfred warmly enclosed his much larger one around his young charge's.

"Let us leave this place, Master Dick. I believe that we have both successfully accomplished our missions."

Dick's answering smile lit his entire face. Alfred felt his chest tighten. Would this be one of the last times that he would gaze upon the boy's engaging smile?

* * *

><p>Batman heard the whup-whup-whup of the approaching helicopter. The rooftop! Of course. Rats leaving a sinking ship! He quickly made his way to a window. He climbed out and quickly fired off a grappling hook. Rising up the side of the building, Batman saw that the helicopter was already hovering. A moment later, a ladder was lowered from the open crew hatch.<p>

Batman hurriedly made it up onto the roof and began running. A few of the terrorists were waiting for their ride. The pilot gestured in Batman's direction. As one, the terrorists swung their weapons around and opened fire!

Batman somersaulted, dived, and rolled, his incredibly acrobatic moves managing to miraculously dodge the deadly barrage! While moving, Batman took out a specialized grappling gun. Firing as he ran across the roof's eaves, Batman grinned ferally as the heavily-weighted nylon netting shot out. It rapidly spread over the terrorists' heads, billowing outwards and settling down suddenly like a comforter with stones for padding.

Abruptly, the air around Batman was again hot with flying lead. The helicopter pilot targeted the Dark Knight with the aircraft's .50 caliber Gantling gun. Diving behind one of the rooftop's eaves, Batman saw the roof tiles around him being quickly chewed up by the deadly concentrated fire of the high-speed, high-caliber rounds.

Reaching into his utility belt, Batman took out what looked like an empty spool of thread, barely three inches in length, and approximately five-eighth's of an inch in width. Batman quickly extended it to its full length, about twelve inches. Working feverishly, he then attached miniature sights and finally the trigger mechanism. Hurriedly reaching into another pocket in his utility belt, Batman extracted what looked a small pellet.

As the gabled roof disintegrated around him, Batman ran out from his crumbling cover, rolled forward, came up on one knee, slapped the pellet into the hollow tube, sighted, and fired! The helicopter's Gantling gun disappeared in the ensuing flash-bang! At the same instant, the pilot began to lose control of the aircraft.

Unable to help him, Batman stood helplessly by as the helicopter lost attitude and began listing to starboard. Eventually, the aircraft tilted so far in that direction that it was almost flying on it side. At this point, the aircraft began losing altitude and plunged to the ground waiting below.

* * *

><p>As the sun broke over the horizon, the worried parents suddenly caught sight of their boys streaming at a full run from the school's multiple exits. With a cry, the parents' stoic resolve finally collapsed, and as one, they moved out in a wave to greet their children.<p>

At the same Fox's beeper gave the prearranged signal from Bruce. Fox immediately took out his cell phone, dialed a number known only to himself and his boss, and gave the secret passcode to stop the transfer of Wayne Enterprises' assets, "Jericho!"

Fox smiled as he watched parents being tearfully reunited with their sons. It appeared that the walls of Jericho had just come down.

* * *

><p>The GCPD SWAT team picked its way carefully through the empty, littered corridors. Everywhere, they found evidence that someone had been there ahead of them and done their job for them. All that was left was the mopping up...<p>

* * *

><p>"You two look like you could use a bath!"<p>

Dick and Alfred whirled towards the speaker. Dick's bright blue eyes lit up instantly. "Bruce!" The boy ran quickly into Bruce's waiting arms. Bruce bent down and easily picked up the small boy. Father and son held each other tightly for a long instant.

"Master Bruce," Alfred said tentatively. "It is good to see you and Master Dick together again, sir."

Bruce looked over at Alfred. His eyes shined with pride as he gazed upon the elderly gentleman. "And it's good to see MI-6's best man back in action again, old friend," Bruce said quietly. "Thank you, Alfred. Thank you for bringing my son back to me."

Alfred smiled at the sight of his two charges reunited again. His happiness was marred, however, with the knowledge that he wouldn't be with them much longer.

As the three made their way back to the location of the Command Center, they were suddenly accosted by members of the news media who shoved cameras and microphones into their faces.

"Mister Wayne! Mister Wayne! Is it true that the FBI is seeking to indict you on federal charges for aiding and abetting the Army of Daylight terrorist group?"

"No comment." The three kept walking, Bruce carrying Dick.

"Mister Wayne! Is it true that your legal guardianship of Richard Grayson is being challenged in Family Court by Child Welfare Services as being an unfit parent?"

"No comment." Dick looked at Bruce startled. Bruce shook his head at Dick. Now was not the time to say anything, Bruce's eyes warned silently. Dick buried his face in Bruce's neck and held on a little tighter.

"Richard, how does it feel to be a hero?"

Dick ignored the question.

"Richard, how does it feel knowing that the Court wants to take you away from Mister Wayne?"

Dick again ignored the question.

"Mister Pennyworth, how does it feel knowing that you have been named in the court papers as the reason that Child Welfare Services wants to remove Richard Grayson from Mister Wayne's custody?"

"No comment," Bruce stated coldly. Alfred stopped.

"No, sir," Alfred said. "I'm afraid that I do have a comment to make." Bruce and Dick stood by helplessly as Alfred spoke directly to the cameras...

* * *

><p>The next day's headlines revealed that the terrorist group, the Army of Daylight, was little more than a well-equipped gang of thugs who'd thought up a unique method of extorting money from Gotham's wealthiest and most prominent families. In the end, the hostage situation was little more than an elaborate ransom scheme.<p>

An inside news feature, stated that Alfred Pennyworth, an employee in Mr. Bruce Wayne's household, had announced his resignation from Wayne's employ after more than thirty years service with the Wayne family.

In further news, Family Court was set to hear Child Welfare Services versus Mr. Bruce Wayne that day at two p.m.

* * *

><p>"I don't understand," Dick said tearfully to the Court. "First you take me away from Pop Haly and the circus...now you want to take me away from Bruce and Alfred." Dick turned angry, hurt eyes on Dr. Cunningham, Director of Child Welfare Services. "Do you hate me, Doctor Cunningham?"<p>

"Objection, Your Honor!" the plaintiff's lawyer stated. "The boy has obviously been coached by the defendant!"

"Overruled," replied the judge. She turned to Dick. "Tell me, Dick. Why don't you wish to be taken away from Mister Wayne?"

Dick turned to look at Bruce who was sitting quietly at the defendant's table. "Because I love him," Dick replied simply. "And he loves me."

* * *

><p>"I don't understand what C.W.S. could possibly have against Alfred," Bruce said coldly. "Alfred is a wonderful, dignified, caring man...he is and ever has been a loyal friend...and a father to me. Alfred raised me after my parents' deaths. He didn't have to do that, Your Honor. Furthermore, he didn't do it out of loyalty to his ex-employers. Alfred stayed and saw me through the terrible aftermath of their deaths out of love." Bruce turned to face Alfred and held his eyes steadily. "Maybe I didn't always know that, Alfred. Maybe I didn't always appreciate you through the years. But, Alfred, believe me when I say that I don't know what Dick or I would ever do without you."<p>

Alfred held Bruce's eyes with quiet dignity.

Bruce turned to Dick. Bruce spoke to the judge but held Dick's eyes.

"As for taking custody of Dick away from me...Your Honor, I don't need a piece of paper to tell me who my son is." Dick's eyes lit in a sad smile. "Dick, if you're taken away from me, I promise you, that wherever you go or whatever you do, you'll always be my son...and Wayne Manor will always be your home."

"Objection! Your Honor!"

"Overruled!"

* * *

><p>Afterwards, Bruce, Dick and Alfred left the Family Court building together. As they exited, they were met by throngs of cheering Prep boys and their grateful parents. A few Wayne Enterprises' employees also stood along the crowd, waving at Dick.<p>

Camera crews recorded the scene for the evening news.

"Richard! How does it feel, being allowed to stay in the custody of your guardian, Bruce Wayne?"

Dick smiled up at Bruce and Alfred. Bruce bent down and picked him up. Dick smiled proudly for the cameras.

"Bruce isn't my guardian...He's my Dad!"

THE END


End file.
